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Accounting vs. General Business
By Julie A. Sterner and Penelope J. Yunker
One manifestation of the feminist 
movement over the last two decades 
has been the rising concern among 
both men and women over the prob­
lem of sexual harassment in the 
workplace. Before this rising con­
cern, it was a fairly prevalent view, 
particularly among male workers, 
that the kinds of behavior and activi­
ties now characterized as “sexual 
harassment” were “just good fun” or 
“part of the game.” At the present 
time, however, it would appear that 
the majority of male workers have 
been sensitized to the viewpoint of 
their female co-workers, which is 
that sexual harassment is distress­
ing, demeaning and disruptive and 
has no place in a civilized and pro­
ductive workplace. This severely 
negative verdict on sexual harass­
ment has been pronounced by prac­
tically all reputable professional 
commentators on the matter [Sil­
verman, 1977; Renick, 1980; Sawyer 
and Whatley, 1980].
In November 1980, the problem of 
sexual harassment in the workplace 
prompted the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to 
recognize sexual harassment as a 
violation of Section 703 of Title VII of 
the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The 
EEOC defined sexual harassment as 
“unwelcome sexual advances, re­
quests for sexual favors, and other 
verbal and physical conduct of a 
sexual nature . . . Such conduct is 
declared illegal under three specific 
criteria: 1) submission to the con­
duct is either an explicit or implicit 
term or condition of employment; 2) 
submission to or rejection of the 
conduct is used as a basis for em­
ployment decisions affecting the 
person who did the submitting or 
rejecting; 3) the conduct has the 
purpose or effect of substantially 
interfering with an individual’s work 
performance or creating an intimi­
dating, hostile or offensive work en­
vironment. In addition, the EEOC 
called upon employers to establish 
specific programs within their or­
ganizations for the prevention of 
sexual harassment.
Most companies have policies pro­
scribing sexual harassment, and 
some have even developed substan­
tial employee awareness and train­
ing programs [Trost, 1986]. Recent 
Supreme Court decisions establish 
that employers are expected to do 
more than merely go on record as 
disapproving of sexual harassment; 
they also have a responsibility for 
meaningful enforcement of anti­
harassment policies by means of 
establishing workable procedures 
for exposure and redress [Machlo­
witz, 1986].
The profession of accounting is 
not exempt from the problem, as has 
been strikingly demonstrated by the 
Hopkins v. Price Waterhouse case in 
which a woman employee success­
fully sued on grounds that she had 
been denied a promotion because of 
sexual stereotyping [Hutton et al., 
1986]. Specifically, the plaintiff al­
leged that if she had been a man, her 
normal behavior pattern would not 
have been deemed “aggressive”and 
“macho” by partners objecting to 
her promotion. It is interesting to 
note in this regard that recent re­
search suggests that successful 
women CPAs tend to have “androg­
ynous” personalities; that is, per­
sonalities in which masculine and 
feminine characteristics are blended 
[Maupin, 1986]. Of course, in cases 
of women accountants being disap­
pointed in their hopes for promo­
tion, it is usually very difficult to 
ascertain what role, if any, was 
played by sexual stereotyping [Half, 
1986]. In the substantial literature 
on the economic status of women in 
the accounting profession [Olsen 
and Frieze, 1986; Jayson and Wil­
liams, 1986], there is considerable 
speculation about the possible role 
that sexual stereotyping plays in the 
adverse salary differential for women 
accountants, but there is no clear 
indication that this is actually a sig­
nificant factor.
The profession of 
accounting is not exempt 
from the problem, as has 
been strikingly 
demonstated by the 
Hopkins v. Price 
Waterhouse case ...
Another indication of substantial 
concern over the problem of sexual 
harassment is the unusual 1980 sur­
vey on sexual harassment sponsored 
jointly by Redbook, a popular maga­
zine, and the Harvard Business Re­
view (HBR), one of the most presti­
gious professional publications in 
the field of business management. 
In 1976, Redbook published a ques­
tionnaire on sexual harassment in 
one of its issues and invited its read­
ers to complete it and send it to the 
editors. Some 9,000 readers re­
sponded, and over 90 percent re­
ported specific instances of sexual 
harassment that had adversely af­
fected them in some way [Safran, 
1976]. In some cases, women re­
ported having to resign in order to 
escape sexual harassment or being 
fired or otherwise discriminated 
against because of their failure to 
submit to sexual harassment. How­
ever, because of the method Red­
book utilized in obtaining the survey 
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results, this study was obviously 
very susceptible to self-selection 
bias.
B But specifically, how
experiencemany women
various types of sexual 
harassment?
In the 1980 Redbook-Harvard 
Business Review survey, all HBR 
subscribers in the United States, 
over 7,000 in all, were sent ques­
tionnaires. Almost 25 percent re­
turned completed questionnaires 
before the cut-off date. This survey 
did not turn up as many lurid tales as 
the 1976 survey, which is to be 
expected in view of the fact that the 
respondents were generally from a 
higher and more professional strata 
of society; nevertheless, it did reveal 
that sexual harassment of various 
forms was sufficiently prevalent, 
even in higher level business man­
agement, to be a legitimate source 
of concern [Collins and Blodgett, 
1981; Safran, 1981].
One of the purposes of the 1980 
Redbook-HBR survey was simply to 
quantify, to the extent possible, the 
incidence of sexual harassment. It is 
clear that a few individuals have 
devastating experiences of blatant 
sexual harassment. It is also clear 
that a great many more have much 
milder experiences, though they are 
sufficiently unpleasant and irritating 
to have a significantly demoralizing 
effect. But specifically, how many 
women experience various types of 
sexual harassment? Among the many 
other items included in the 1980 sur­
vey was a series of specific instan­
ces of sexual harassment (or in some 
cases, of “potential” sexual harass­
ment) coupled with inquiries to the 
respondent as to whether he or she 
“had observed or heard of it in his/ 
her own workplace.” The instances 
ranged from extreme cases (such 
as, “A women tries to end an affair 
with her supervisor and is told she 
will be denied an expected promo­
tion”) to more ambiguous cases of 
“potential” harassment (such as, “A 
male associate puts his hand on a 
woman’s arm [or other body part] 
when making a point”). Only seven 
percent had observed or heard of a 
woman being denied an expected 
promotion because of ending an 
affair with a supervisor, but 63 per­
cent had observed or heard of a 
male associate putting his hand on a 
woman’s arm (or other body part) 
when making a point.
In 1984, the authors carried out a 
survey of women CPAs in the state 
of Illinois in an effort to assess the 
nature and scale of the sexual ha­
rassment problem in the accounting 
workplace. Some 1,398 women CPAs 
received the survey, and 21.6 per­
cent returned usable responses. The 
majority of the respondents were 
employed in industry/business or­
ganizations, with very few employed 
in government, not-for-profit, and 
educational organizations. There 
were 136 out of 302 respondents in 
public accounting, and most of these 
women were employed either in a 
local or “Big 8” accounting firm (53 
and 55 respectively). The majority of 
women in public accounting classi­
fied themselves in the employee 
group (76) and in the audit division 
(79). The average number of years 
with the present firm was 5.2 years, 
and the average number of years of 
total accounting experience was 7.7 
years. The average respondent was 
32 years old. The majority were mar­
ried but had no children. Most re­
spondents reported annual salaries 
in the $30,000 to $40,000 range. All 
but one respondent had passed the 
CPA examination, and a large major­
ity held a Bachelor’s degree with an 
accounting major.
The questionnaire was substan­
tial, representing an amalgam of 
several past sexual harassment sur­
veys. A copy of the survey form and 
a full description of the results of the 
survey are contained in a monograph 
by the authors: “Is Sexual Harass­
ment a Problem in the Accounting 
Workplace? A Survey of Woman 
CPAs” [Center for Business and Eco­
nomic Research, Western Illinois 
University, Macomb, Illinois 61455]. 
This article concentrates on the in­
cidence of sexual harassment in the 
accounting workplace versus the 
general business workplace covered 
by the 1980 Redbook-HBR survey.
Table 1 presents the results of the 
two surveys and how the results 
compare. Listed are ten instances of 
sexual harassment and the reported 
frequency of the instance being 
“observed or heard of” by respon­
dents to the 1980 general business 
work environment survey. As the 
percentages indicate, the blatant 
cases of sexual harassment are rela­
tively rare, while the less blatant are 
more frequent. Alongside the results 
for the 1980 Redbook-HBR survey 
are the results for the 1984 survey of 
women CPAs in Illinois, which con­
cerns the more specific accounting 
work environment. It can be seen 
that the relative frequency of the var­
ious types of harassment is approx­
imately the same as between the 
general business work environment 
and the specific accounting work 
environment. However, the absolute 
frequency is uniformly significantly 
lower in the accounting workplace 
than in the general business work­
place. For example, while some seven 
percent of the HBR subscribers who 
responded to the survey reported 
that they had observed or heard of a 
woman being denied an expected 
promotion because of ending an 
affair with a supervisor, only one 
percent of the women CPAs in Illi­
nois who responded to the survey 
had observed or heard of such an 
incident. At the other end of the 
scale, only 34.4 percent of the re­
spondents to the accounting survey 
reported having observed or heard 
of a male associate putting his hand 
on a woman’s arm (or other body 
part) while making a point, while 
63.0 percent of the respondents to 
the general business survey reported 
that they had observed or heard of 
this.
As the percentages 
indicate, the blatant 
cases of sexual 
harassment are relatively 
rare, while the less 
blatant are more 
frequent.
The 1984 survey demonstrates that 
a certain amount of sexual harass­
ment exists within the accounting 
workplace, and this is a source of 
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legitimate concern. But at the same 
time, the current survey suggests 
that sexual harassment is less of a 
problem in the accounting workplace 
than it is in the general business 
workplace. Presuming that this hy­
pothesis is indeed correct, one might 
speculate on why this is the case.
One factor is that four years 
elapsed between the 1980 Redbook- 
TABLE 1
Incidence of Sexual Harassment 
General Business versus Accounting
Instances of Sexual Harassment
Percentage of Respondents Who 
Have Observed or Heard of It 
____ in Their Own Workplace
Redbook-HBR Illinois Women
1. A woman tries to end an affair 
with a supervisor and is told 
she will be denied an expected
survey CPA survey
promotion.
2. A woman refused sex with her 
supervisor and then learned 
she had received a poor
7.0 1.0
evaluation.
3. A woman has been told by her 
supervisor that it would be 
good for her career if they
10.0 3.6
went out together.
4. A woman cannot enter or leave 
her supervisor’s office without
12.0 6.6
being patted or pinched.
5. A male associate kisses a 
woman on the cheek every
14.0 6.3
time he meets her.
6. A male associate continually 
asks out a woman who
18.0 7.9
continually refuses.
7. A male associate starts each 
day with a sexual remark, 
insisting it is just an innocent
42.0 8.6
social comment.
8. A woman cannot enter or leave 
her supervisor’s office without 
being eyed up and down,
45.0 20.2
making her feel uncomfortable.
9. A male associate continually 
glances at a woman in
61.0 20.5
meetings.
10. A male associate puts his hand 
on a woman’s arm (or other 
body part) when making a
61.0 13.6
point. 63.0 34.4
HBR survey and the current survey. 
To some extent, sexual harassment 
is undoubtedly a transitory phenom­
enon (in a long-run sense) accom­
panying the influx of working women 
into traditionally male occupations. 
It is, therefore, to be expected that 
the incidence of the problem would 
decline over time. Related to this is 
the fact that the accounting profes­
sion in particular has experienced a 
very heavy influx of women over the 
past twenty years. The abundance 
of women in the accounting work­
place may operate as a deterrent to 
sexual harassment (“in numbers 
there is safety”). Still another con­
sideration is that the 1984 survey 
was confined to Illinois, a state in the 
“conservative Midwest,” while the 
Redbook-HBR survey covered the 
entire nation.
The 1984 survey 
demonstrates that a 
certain amount of sexual 
harassment exists within 
the accounting 
workplace, and this is a 
source of legitimate 
concern.
Finally, of course, there is the 
ethos of the accounting profession, 
with its stress on probity, integrity 
and conservativeness. While the pro­
fession’s moral rectitude is some­
times made the butt of satire by 
those outside the profession, it 
seems inescapable that this charac­
teristic does indeed have some im­
pacton the behavior of accountants. 
One woman respondent to the Red­
book-HBR survey stated the follow­
ing: “My department is financial, 
rather staid. The creative side of the 
business might well be rife with 
cases of sexual harassment.” The 
authors of the HBR report included 
this quote along with several others 
of a quasi-amusing nature. But for 
women desirous of avoiding painful 
experiences of sexual harassment, 
the relatively “staid” atmosphere in 
the accounting workplace is very 
much to be cherished. The appar­
ently fairly rare incidence of sexual 
harassment in the accounting work­
place may be one of the contributing 
factors to the generally high level of 
job satisfaction experienced by 
women CPAs (Ward et al., 1986]. Ω
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